Haberman, David
Step 1: Define a Bottleneck
 

In my course Religions of the East I teach about Asian religious texts that are often very alien for my students, since they are both temporally and culturally quite distant from them.  Students need to be able to ask fruitful questions to open these texts in order to think critically about religions, but many of them seem unable to ask such questions.  Students often report that they can make no sense of a text until after I have lectured about it in class.  While this affirmation of my lectures is rewarding, I want to empower students to approach alien texts better on their own.  The bottleneck, then, is an inability to proceed with the work of exploring cultural differences through primary texts.

Step 2: Define the Basic Learning Tasks 

The basic learning task is to acquire the ability to explore an Asian religious text by using a question as a device to get a text to speak to particular concerns.  This allows the student to move beyond the initial obscurity of the text to a greater comfort with reading the text and sense of a possible range of meanings embedded in the text.  Only after this is a student able to interpret a text and construct a sense of another culture, or see just how it is that this text gives voice to a very particular vision of human life.  My goal here is to give students the experience of seeing how a text can function as a window into a way of life that is often lived my millions of people outside their own culture.

Step 3: Model these Tasks Explicitly

The expert modeling the above procedure would begin by demonstrating the process of asking productive questions.  I have come to identify four general types of questions that I find fruitful in this process that are listed below.  I would model the questioning process for students by moving through a particular text with the aid of a series of such questions, demonstrating how this process leads to a greater understanding of the text and its religious culture.

1) Frame Questions: questions designed to identify the nature, function, and type of text.

2) Internal Questions: texts almost always express explicitly or implicitly their own questions.  One needs to know how to identify these and follow their process of answering the internal questions.

3) Cultural/Historical Questions: questions raised or assumed in conversation with other texts from the same cultural context or historical period.

4) External Questions: our questions; the questions we bring from our concerns.  E.g., What is this text saying about the nature of the world? The religious goal?  

Step 3 1/2.: Motivate the students

I would motivate students by demonstrating what is to be gained in the interpretive work of reading texts from other cultures.  We all are doomed to live in limited and strongly conditioned lives without exploring the vast range of possibilities that are present in the study of the religious texts from other cultures.  I believe strongly that a great way to motivate students is to inspire them by exploring the implications of this kind of work with regard both to understanding other human beings and expanding the horizons of ones own existential life.  This requires a great deal of enthusiasm and encouragement.

Step 4: Create Occasions for Students to Practice These Steps and Receive Feedback

Short assignments that require students to engage in the interpretive work of #3 are very important to allow students to practice this process.  I have come to believe from my time in the FLP seminar that group work is necessary for students to develop the confidence necessary for interpretive work and to benefit from a collective reading with their peers that gives them a perspective beyond their own.  I am designing lessons that require students to practice interpreting short texts in the company of their classmates

Step 5: Assess how well students are mastering these learning tasks



I will assess the exercises of #4 by means of short oral reports of the group work, as well as short written assignments that will be collected, evaluated, and discussed in the discussion sections of this course.  I am also working on developing quick assessments that can be used in class to both break up a long lecture and check to see if students are getting fundamental ideas from their own ability to interpret a text.  I have in mind quick votes, etc.

Step 6: Share what you have learned about your students learning

I am in a department that places much value on teaching.  I plan to share what I learn with my colleagues through discussion of my own techniques and am considering a brief presentation to my departmental faculty of useful tips to engage students in active learning in the large lecture courses.  But perhaps more importantly, I have learned that I need to make what I have learned about student learning more explicit to the students themselves.  That is, I need not only to share with them what I know about my own intellectual discipline, but I need to share with them the process by which any of us learns this discipline. 
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